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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION AND REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
My choice to study men’s perceptions of women, sex, and dating has a relatively
long history. Starting in the mid-1980’s, I spent the largest portion of my professional life
in low-paying positions, where my work centered around sexual trauma. I provided crisis
intervention, individual therapy, and group therapy to hundreds of clients: survivors,
significant others, and offenders. I was often called to the emergency room in the middle
o f the night to provide support and information to an individual who had been traumatized
and was about to have an intrusive examination of her/his body (that was meant to collect
evidence for a trial that would probably never occur). I held the hands of countless
individuals as their bodies were swabbed, plucked, and scraped. I carried a beeper with me
at all times, and it went off often when I was trying to spend time with family and friends.
I recall a time when I was shopping with my children and one of “my” regressed sex
offenders came up and start talking with me, glancing said smiling at my daughters. 1
wanted to scream. For the greater part of a decade there was no time when I felt truly
removed from the stark realities of sexual violence.
Over the years, patterns of victimization emerged. Most o f the survivors that I
counseled were violated by individuals known to them. A growing number o f my clients
were high school and college women who were reporting to me (though rarely to the
1
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police) that they had been sexually assaulted by a young man during a date, or by an
acquaintance at a fraternity party. These clients blamed themselves for not being able to
predict and prevent their assaults, and this self-blame and guilt often snowballed into a
mild to moderate depression before they sought services.
Although most of my victimized clients regained their previous level of
functioning, and many became what we called “thrivors,” I would often feel overwhelmed
by the sheer numbers of clients who were seeking my services, and I would sometimes
become overwhelmed by my own anger. I was angry that so many lives were tom apart
by sexual violations. And for what reason? I couldn’t help but ask the same questions that
my clients, victims and offenders alike, were asking me, “Why?’ “How could these things
happen?”
1 struggled to find a satisfying understanding of how sexual violations could occur
in a society that is supposed to be civilized. I had read books, and attended numerous
conferences that featured “identified experts” who espoused an assort ment of theories. All
were designed to increase my cognitive understanding of sexual violations, and prepare me
to facilitate change processes. But their theories seemed incomplete and unsatisfactory to
me.
The work that made the most sense to me was that of feminists. Feminist scholars
(Brownmiller, 1975; Buchwald, Fletcher, & Roth, 1993; and Burt, 1980) suggest that rape
occurs (at least in part) because of certain “rape supportive” beliefs, attitudes, and sex-role
expectations, that are collectively named “a rape culture,” and that this culture serves to
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perpetuate a system of patriarchal norms that maintain the status quo o f male as dominant
and controlling, and female as “less than” and fearful. Perhaps.
Burt (1980) attempted to document the “complex web of attitudes and beliefs
surrounding rape in the culture.” She was able to document that sex role stereotyping,
adversarial sexual beliefs, and acceptance of interpersonal violence correlated with
acceptance of rape myths. These beliefs were collectively called rape supportive beliefs.
She theorized that our culture is a rape (supportive) culture. But how does one test such a
theory? Is it enough that it sounds plausible? How could I learn more about this theorized
culture?
My initial, overarching question was simple: Does a rape culture exist in the late
1990’s? My qualitative research design was based on the argument that given the
assumption o f the existence o f a rape (supportive) culture,one might reasonably expect to
fin d rape supportive beliefs and attitudes expressed by a group o f young men discussing
women, sex, and dating, in a semi-structured environment. I proposed an examination of
a small slice of our culture, analogous to scooping a bucket of water out of a pond, and
analyzing its contents. I would not be able to prove that the existence of a rape culture
causes rape. The existence of these beliefs would not prove the theory correct, and the
absence of the beliefs would not be enough to refute it. My purpose was to obtain and
provide a deeper understanding o f a culture in which rape supportive beliefs exist, and
even thrive.
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Acknowledging the risk of stating the obvious to those familiar with qualitative
research, an introduction to this study of men’s perceptions of women, sex, and dating
would be incomplete without a reference to the fact that this study did not follow a neat,
linear path to conclusion. The center of the work shifted and changed as I became
immersed in the process of discerning meaning, not according to some predetermined
parameters, but as it evolved from the interactions with the participants, the facilitator, the
readers, myself, and my dissertation chair. In the spirit of feminist qualitative research
methodology (Kidder & Fine, 1997; Olesen, 1994) I am committed to hearing and valuing
the voices of all involved in this multi-level group process, and to allowing the participants
to tell their stories, as the experts of their personal experiences. This was never a simple
task.
I began by reviewing over one hundred articles documenting the history,
prevalence, and effects of rape. 1 spent months finding, copying, reading, and summarizing
articles on rape. The content of the articles and the isolation of the process combined to
make me angry and irritable for extended periods of time, f invested time and emotional
energy, and 1 was greatly committed to writing a dissertation with rape as its center.
However, the story of the findings from these ten young men’s discussion is more than a
dissertation about rape.
As the study evolved, 1 became aware that to present this study solely in the
context of “a rape culture” would be to limit its scope and meaning. It would also be
unfair to the participants. My carefully researched and documented review of the literature
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was no longer a fitting beginning to the findings that emerged out of this qualitative study.
To use a rape culture lens as the only lens through which I interpreted the findings would
be to do a disservice to the participants, the readers, and myself. Therefore, my review of
the literature has been greatly reduced to allow you to move on to the findings of this
study.
Review of the Literature
Sexual aggression in the context of dating relationships is not a new phenomenon.
In 1957, Kanin published an article examining male aggression in what he called “datingcourtship relations.” He found that 62% of a sample of college freshmen women reported
experiencing “offensively aggressive episodes” while on dates during the prior year. His
was the first study of the prevalence of male aggression during voluntary relationships.
Many have followed.
Statement of the Problem
It has been estimated that between one quarter and one third of all women will
experience sexual aggression in their lifetime (Koss, 1989; Koss & Oros, 1982; Russell,
1984). Many will be raped or molested before they finish high school and arrive at college,
and many will oe sexually assaulted while pursuing higher education (Finley & Corty,
1993). It has been documented that these women have diminished productivity and quality
of life for a variable period of time following their victimization (Burgess & Holstrom,
1974; Burkhart, 1991; Funk, 1993; Gidycz & Koss, 1991; Katz; 1991). Various theories
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have been proposed to explain sexual aggression (Muehlenhard, Harney, & Jones, 1992).
None of the theories has offered any solutions.
Four Major Theoretical Contexts for Understanding Sexual Aggression
Sexual aggression has been studied from numerous theoretical perspectives, but
four appear to be most widely documented. Muehlenhard, Harney, and Jones, (1992)
reviewed the literature, and offered summaries of the major theories:
1) Psychoanalytic: From the 1870’s onward, psychiatrists, psychoanalysts, and
physicians often discussed the sexual abuse of women and children, framing
their discussions around two assumptions about women: “women’s natural
masochism,” and “women’s greater emotionality and tendency toward hysteria.”
Working from these assumptions, professionals often determined that women
who claimed that they were raped were either imagining it, lying, or
unconsciously seductive and wanting to be raped.
2) Psychopathological: Some theorists conceptualize rape as a problem that lies
within individuals who are assumed to have some “abnormal, pathological
condition that leads them to commit rape.” These theories tend to minimize the
impact of the culture and focus on the intrapersonal and psychological, placing
the source of rape inside of individuals.
3) Evolutionary: T hese theories suggest that men and women are genetically
coded to reproduce, following strategies that are in their best interests. Men
want to impregnate as many women as possible. Women want to mate with
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individuals who will assist them in the raising of the offspring. Therefore, men
are programmed to use whatever tactics are necessary to obtain partners,
including aggressive tactics. The assumptions of the evolutionary psychologists
and the sociobiologists lead to the argument that sexual aggression is
natural. It Is a reproductive strategy based in evolution, and is therefore
inevitable.
4) Feminist. Liberal feminists conceptualize rape as a byproduct of gender role
socialization, adult gender roles, and rape myth acceptance, and do not assume
conscious awareness of most men or women of these dynamics. Radical feminists
conceptualize rape within the context of “the principle of hegemonic control: that
the class ir. power will use all means available to control the less powerful class force, coercion, intimidation, propaganda and institutional and ideological control
- tc maintain its advantage, without necessarily conscious intent or design.” This
theory conceptualizes rape or sexual aggression as a tool for maintaining men’s
power and control.
My Personal Biases
I have a strong negative reaction to the psychoanalytic and evolutionary theories. 1
find them offensive and believe that they were developed during a time when men overtly
viewed women as inferior, and before strong women had a sense of power and voice in
the creation of meaning among professionals. When I worked as a therapist for sex
offenders one of my first objectives was to identify and address their rationalizations. I had
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the same visceral reactions to their rationalizations as I do to the psychoanalytic and
evolutionary theories. They seem to deny or excuse behavior that is harmful to others.
Much of my professional training was conducted by individuals who practiced
within a frame that assumed psychopathology as the cause of sexual aggression.
Philosophically, 1 gravitate toward theories that assume “free will” and individual choice
and responsibility. However, these theories seemed to be lacking in their sophistication,
and offered me little to help offenders to change.
My volunteer and paid work in rape crisis centers in Washington state and Texas
was done along-side liberal and radical feminists, who taught me much about their
theories. I have a bias toward liberal feminist interpretations. They do not put all of the
blame on an individual, but question the effects of social interaction and institution. They
match most closely what I see when I look around me. I imagine some complex
combination of individual and environmental factors account for most behaviors. There is
always a context from which individuals make decisions.
Rape Culture and Misogyny
In an attempt to give voice to those who perceive our culture as a culture that
provides a fertile ground for sexual violence and aggression, Buchwald, Fletcher, and
Roth ( i 993) edited a collection o f essays from activists, theologians, policy makers,
educators and authors. They propose that the culture of the United States of America is a
rape culture, defined as:
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internalized by many women, as well as men. Along with these messages about men in
relationship to women (how men think and feel and interact wkh women), are messages
that women learn about how to be, act, feel, and think in relationship to men. Some liberal
feminists support women examining their gender roles and early socializations, and
actively working to change these as well as men’s socializations (Agonito, 1993).
Male Sex Role Identity and Masculinity
Masculinity is not universally defined. It can be argued that masculinity is socially
constructed, and traits that affirm one’s masculinity (or femininity) in one social context
can undermine it in another (Connell, 1993; Kimmel & Messner, 1992; Lorber, 1994).
Coltrane (1998) illustrates this view by pointing out that upperclass men in H^-century
France wore high-heeled shoes, blouses with lace cuffs, perfume, and curly wigs, and were
considered to be “manly.” This same attire would be considered more feminine today in
our culture. Meanings of gender are not static, nor are they determined by sex.
Capraro further defines masculinity as a description of difference that has three
components:
“true sex” (the male body found in nature), “discrete gender” (the cultural
meanings that the sexual body assumes), and “specific sexuality” (sexual
object choice) (Butler, 1990, p. 128). The classic distinction between sex and
gender stipulates that sex is about the body and gender is about the cultural
formations around the body. While the male body is a universal found in nature,
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men as gendered beings are socially constructed and, therefore, historically
variable, (p. 24)
Brannon (1976) studied men in the twentieth century, and their sex role identities
and described the rules for “being a (white, middle-class, heterosexual) man” as clustering
into four categories:
1) No sissy stuff: The stigma of all stereotyped feminine characteristics and
qualities, including openness and vulnerability.
2) The big wheel: Importance assigned to success, status, and the need to
be looked up to.
3) The sturdy oak: A manly air of toughness, confidence, and self-reliance;
dependability and emotional detachment.
4) Give ''em Hell: The aura of aggression, violence, and daring.
Although these may be the popular culture’s standards for masculinity and “manliness,”
adhering to the dictates of these roles prohibit close personal relationships, even with
wives and children, and requires competition and achievement. According to this
conceptualization of masculinity it can never be “fully demonstrated,” and must be
constantly validated. Thus the pursuit of power, money, and sexual partners is relentless.
Male Sexuality
Kimmel (1990) supports a conceptualization of sexuality as socially constructed.
He explains:
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By this I mean our sexuality is a fluid assemblage of meanings and behaviors that
that we construct from the images, values, and prescriptions in the world around
us. Such constructions are as much coerced as they are voluntary. As a social
construction, sexuality is variable, changing from (a) culture to culture; (b) within
any one culture over time (historically); (c) within any one society at any one time
in different contorts in which the sexual may or may not be appropriate; and (d)
over the course of an individual’s life. (p. 97)
To further illustrate his point, he pointed out that since the 19th century there has been “a
progressive dissociation between sex and reproduction in the United States” (p. 98).
Sexuality has not been stagnant. Further evidence is the research that indicates that men
and women in this country evidence significant changes in their sexuality as they age.
Although some may attribute these changes to “simple biological maturation,” people in
other countries do not evidence the same patterns, and people in this country didn’t
exhibit this pattern in the past.
Current male patterned sexuality is socially constructed and “encouraged” by our
culture. Zilbergeld (1992) described the messages that men get about sexuality. He
believes that men are taught that:
1) a man is always interested in and always ready for sex;
2) a man always performs effectively;
3) sex equals intercourse;
4) touching should always lead to sex;
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5) sex is centered on a hard penis and what’s done with it;
6) a man should make the earth move for his partner, or at least knock her socks
off; and
7) good sex requires orgasm.
Zilbergeld maintains that, contrary to past beliefs, women are not the only ones to have
unhealthy messages about their sexuality spread through popular culture. Men too have
been done a disservice by their cultural myths.
Fracher and Kimmel (1987) support a model of social construction o f sexual
behavior, maintaining that sexuality is primarily shaped by culture. They claim, “That we
are sexual is determined by a biological imperative toward reproduction, but how we are
sexual, where, when, how often, with whom, and why has to do with cultural learning and
with how meaning is transmitted by a cultural setting.”
Current study
I began this dissertation process with a desire to create for myself a better
understanding of a culture that some feminists have labeled “a rape culture.” As I engaged
in the study, I moved to a place where I was interested in obtaining a better understanding
of “the experience of being a young man in our culture.” Ultimately, it is my hope and
desire that the findings of this study will contribute to our collective understanding of how
sexual violence exists in our society, and how the beliefs, attitudes, thoughts, and feelings
of male college students reflect the confusion and frustration that is a part of interacting
with differently gendered individuals in highly charged situations, such as those created in
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dating relationships and sexual encounters in a culture that pressures young men to be
heterosexually active.

CHAPTER II

METHODOLOGY
The methods of qualitative research are many, and vary according to one’s
paradigm. Guba and Lincoln (1994) maintain that methodology is secondary to paradigm,
the world view or basic belief system (which cannot be proved, and must be accepted on
faith) that guides one through an investigation, and perhaps through most of the tasks we
take on as human beings. Therefore, I start with a brief overview of my paradigm.
I work from a combined feminist, phenomenological, social constructivist
paradigm. In simple terms, social constructionists assume that ‘“reality” is not as real as it
seems. “Depending on personal histories, individual characteristics, social experiences,
environmental contexts, and many other factors, people tend to ‘see’ the world
differently” (Coltrane, 1998, p. 1). I assume or believe that we participate in the creation of
“our realities” as we take in and interpret sensory data. We are individuals who have pasts
that create what social constuctionists call “lenses” through which we view the world.
These lenses are shaped by our past experiences, and our interests, and they help us to
interpret our worlds and experiences. When we are interacting with others, we do not just
take in sensory data. We interpret the data based on previous learning or theories that we
have created that already make sense to us.
Embedded in my world view, is the knowledge and awareness that historically,
researchers, who have held more power than their subjects, have stood outside of groups
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and apart from behaviors, and assigned labels to poorly understood behaviors that were
not normative in their experiences as gendered, political, social, ethnic human beings.
Many of these labels were pejorative and were not helpful to those who were studied
(Capian, 1995). Central to my world view, both personally and professionally, Ls a
commitment to trying to understand “the other” from the view point o f “the other,” and to
expanding and refining my own awareness with this richer, deeper understanding. I have
biases that make this process arduous, and I rely on fellow participants to question my
assumptions and interpretations, and to participate in the refinement of my understandings.
1 have chosen to study men’s perceptions of women in sexual and dating
relationships. Relationships are rarely, if ever, static. They occur between and within at
least two individuals, and they vary over time, place, and person. Combining sex-with
relationships can result in situations that are highly charged for many individuals, and
involve complex dynamics that are not easily reduced to quantifiable variables. Inquiry into
men’s issues around relationships, and how these issues can impact relationships is
complex and may be especially suited to qualitative methodology. Denzin and Lincoln
(1994) explain:
The word qualitative implies an emphasis on processes and meanings that are
not rigorously examined or measured (if measured at all) in terms of quantity,
amount, intensity, or frequency. Qualitative researchers stress the socially
constructed nature of reality, the intimate relationship between the researcher
and what is studied, and the situational constraints tltat shape inquiry. They seek
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answers to questions that stress how social experience is created and given
meaning, (p. 4)
The “creation of meaning” that occurred during this study occurred as “participants,” at
multiple levels, worked independently and collaboratively to describe, question, explain,
discuss, understand, clarify, question further, and discuss again and again. This process
was not linear, nor has it produced universal truths or facts. At best, it has provided a
context for better understanding young men in heterosexual and dating relationships, and
some factors that effect their experiences and influence their decision-making.
Participants
Focus GrounvRarticipants
The ten focus group participants were male, 19-21 year-old college students who
reported an interest in dating women, and who responded to a flyer asking for single men
) participate in a discussion group about “women, sex, and dating” in exchange for fifteen
dollars. Nine of the ten part icipants were of European descent, and one was of Asian
descent. They were majoring in fields o f aviation, biology, criminal justice, geology,
communication, information management, and mechanical engineering. The majority
stated a religious preference of Lutheran. Others listed Baptist, Protestant, and none. Two
reported currently being in ongoing relationships. One had just ended a three month
relationship.
Facilitator
The focus group facilitator was a single, 29-year-old, Euroamerican male,
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Counseling Psychology doctoral student who had advanced training and experience in
group facilitation. He was chosen for his gender, his professional skills, his natural ability
to relate to, and interact well with, young college-aged men, and his nondirective style of
counseling and relating with others.
Readers
The primary readers for this qualitative study were myself and two women who
were experienced in qualitative research. Included in the group were a Euroamerican
Counseling Psychology doctoral student who had experience participating in qualitative
studies of men and intimacy, a Euroamerican Counseling Psychologist who completed a
qualitative dissertation on cross-cultural counseling, and myself, a Euroamerican woman
who had participated in the analysis process of a nursing student’s doctoral research in a
hermeneutic research class. We have fairly diverse backgrounds, and came from diverse
regions o f the United States. However, our paradigms are relatively similar, and we share
an interest in qualitative methods of studying human interactions.
Procedure
Recruitment
As recommended in the literature (Berg, 1995, Lengua, et al. 1992, Morgan, 1989,
Pramualratana, Havanon, Knodel,1985), eight to twelve participants were recruited. In
order to recruit volunteers, flyers were hung in men’s residence halls and on bulletin
boards in major buildings on campus (See Appendix A). The flyer extended an offer to pay
participants fifteen dollars for their participation in a two-hour discussion group about
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women, sex, and dating. Twelve men responded to the offer by calling the facilitator,
receiving more information about the study, and agreeing to participate in the study. (One
was not present the evening of the focus group, and another arrived late and was not
accepted for the study).
Informed Consent
After ten of the participants arrived on the evening of the focus group, the
facilitator passed out the informed consent form (See Appendix B) and briefed the
participants about the requirements leading to compensation for participation in the study.
Participants were required to agree to keep the identities of other focus group participants
anonymous, make a minimum of three comments per hour, agree to honestly share
thoughts, feelings, opinions, beliefs, and experiences regarding the topic, and to fill out an
anonymous survey (Appendix C). They were also briefed about the researchers’
commitment to maintaining confidentiality, and their right to withdraw from participation
in the study at any time without prejudice or penalty. They were informed that the
discussion would be audio taped, transcribed, and quoted in a written report.
At the beginning and end of the focus group, the facilitator informed the
participants that the university offered free counseling services to any student who might
be interested. Participants were offered a blank copy of the informed consent form to keep
for their records. Although I was not present for the focus group, my name and phone
number, and the name and phone number of my dissertation chair were provided to
participants in anticipation that they might later choose to contact us with questions or
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concerns about the study.
Focus Group
The time required for participation in this study was two hours and fifteen minutes.
The focus group, or what Fontana and Frey (1994) call a formal, field, senf'Structured
group interview, was held for one hour, followed by a fifteen-minute break. During the
break participants were free to take care of their personal needs, and were then required to
complete a 35-item anonymous survey (See Appendix C). After all members completed
the survey, the focus group continued for one additional hour. The two clearly visible
tape-recorders were started at the beginning of the first hour, turned off for the break, and
turned on again at the beginning of the second hour.
The facilitator was paid fifty dollars foi his recruitment and focus group time. He
was instructed to facilitate the focus group discussion by using standard counseling
techniques of paraphrasing, reflecting, and summarizing, but to avoid leading the
discussion in any particular direction. He was not provided ^ script of questions, keeping
with my desire to discover what the participants found to be most pertinent and
meaningful, and to avoid losing information that might otherwise be overlooked in a
relatively structured group.
Stimulus Instrument
Burt (1980) created a theoretical model for predicting rape myth acceptance. She
correlated items with acceptance of rape myth, and found that sex role stereotyping,
adversarial sexual beliefs (distrust o f the “opposite sex”), and acceptance o f interpersonal
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violence were strongly connected to rape attitudes. In order to stimulate discussion about
violence in relationships during the second hour, 35-items created by Burt were included
on the survey that was completed during the break (See Appendix C). Descriptive results
of this survey are reported (See Appendix D) and were not analyzed due to their use as a
stimulus and not a means of analysis.
Analysis Procedures
I conducted the initial step of the analysis independently. This step was the
transcription o f the two, one-hour focus group tapes. I Listened to the tapes, and wrote the
dialogue in longhand. I then listened to the tapes again, and cheeked for inaccuracies in the
transcription. After correcting mistakes, I typed the transcript from the longhand pages.
Through tills lengthy process, I was beginning to feel as if I knew this data well.
After the transcript was typed into a computer file I printed a copy of the
transcript, leaving the entire right half o f the page blank, in order to leave room for making
notes on the right side of the page. At this point I began the analysis of the data, by
reading through the transcript again, and noting themes or observations in the extended
margin. After repeating this process more than a dozen times with the entire transcript, I
developed categories, and read the transcript through by each category (e.g. pressures,
fear, women, etc.). I wrote down all o f the statements that pertained to that category, in
an attempt to identity sub-themes that were represented by enough data to liave meaning.
From these sub-themes and the associated references, I was able to create themes (e,g.
pressures to be heterosexually active, pressure to appear sexually experienced, pressures
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from moral conflicts, pressures from the media’s portrayal of sexually active young men,
etc.).
At this point I contacted the readers and asked them to begin their analysis.
Aligned inspirit with Hill, Thompson, and Williams’ (1997) Consensual Qualitative
Research, I did not provide the themes that I had noted and developed to the readers. I
preferred to discover what the transcripts would yield for them without my direction. I
asked them to read the transcript and “note whatever stood out for them.” Each reader
read through the transcript three times, and made notes on their thoughts and feelings
about the information in the transcripts. They each shared their findings with me,
independent of the other, since they were located approximately 1000 miles away from
each other. I added their themes and observations to-my own, noting differences and
similarities in interpretations of the transcript, discussing with them differences in meaning
ascribed to passages. This process of “creating understanding” occurred in stages, first
independently and then collaboratively.
The next step was to integrate the findings of the three readers, and to take these
findings back to the original participants. Five of the original ten focus group participants
and the facilitator were able to attend a one hour and fifteen minute meeting in which 1
provided them with a transcript of their discussion and orally reviewed my findings. A
process of clarification, collaboration, and development of understanding occurred.
Ethical Considerations
Feminist researchers claim that there is an implicit power differential between the
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investigator and the investigated (Kidder & Fine, 1997; Olesen, 1994). I agree that the act
of studying a group creates an imbalance of power, accompanied by the ethical
responsibility of protecting participants from harm, and a responsibility to collaborate with
participants whenever possible. At many points during this study I asked myself if I was
working more from the messages that these young men were conveying, their voices, or
from my interpretations based upon my stance outside the group. How would it be
possible to do justice to each vantage point? As stated in the procedure section of this
chapter, I attempted to minimize this power differential and to reduce the risk of
misinterpretation due to my outsider stance by taking copies of the transcript and my
analysis of the transcript back to the participants, and inviting their comments,
collaboration, and clarification.
Some argue that the job of the researcher is to design inquiries such that they are
“unbiased,” and that the researcher needs to be” objective,” and “scientific” in thought and
deed Others argue that it is impossible for an individual to be totally objective. Lincoln
and Denzen (1994) talk of the false dichotomy between personal self and ethnographic
self. They state clearly and unequivocally, “All texts are personal statements” (p. 578).
They do not think it is possible to create texts that are free from “traces of its author.” The
words that I choose in order to relate my thoughts and my feelings, the finite list of
references that I choose to cite and create my story, the order and the labeling of the
themes that I and the readers “uncover” and discuss —all are my responsibility, and all
decisions are personal.

CHAPTER III

RESULTS
Ten young men, spent two hours together, and shared more than 18,250 words on
i\\i

of Women, Sbx, and iidtiiig. At &

o f fib two hours, diic
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participants told the male facilitator that they didn't usually talk so openly about their
feelings with other men, unless someone was "depressed" or "drunk,” and that they had to
get past the "macho bullshit" to talk so freely. Through their choice of words and stories,
we are able to get a sense of the world views of these ten young male, college students
who reported an interest in dating women, and were living in a small Midwestern city in
February of 1997.
Conflicted Thoughts and Feelings About Women
The young men expressed a wide range of responses when they were askediWhat
they thought about women, including clearly conflicted thoughts. In the first and last
minute of conversation, their shared perceptions varied from the extreme view that- women
were "the source of all evil" to women were "a lot of fun.” Most agreed that women took
time and effort, even "a lot o f high-maintenance work.” But in the words one young man,
"They’re pretty cool though, man. It’d be pretty boring if there weren't any.” Women were
entertaining.
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Confusion
The group members expressed confusion about women. They were confused
about women’s mood changes, the meanings of their words, their attitudes, and the ways
that they perceive things. They asserted that women expected them to be mindreaders who
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Emphasizing their confusion, participants stated:
~ I just wish women were more easy to understand.
~ They should wear signs on their heads.
~ 'Cos they confuse the hell out o f me.
~ That's right.
They did not feel comfortable interpreting the meaning of women's words. Another
expressed his confusion about how to tell if a woman was available for a relationship. He
wanted to know a woman’s relationship status before talking with a woman, and he was
confused by more traditional methods of communicating this information, like the wearing
of a ring on her left hand. He wished that single women would wear arm bands, clearly
indicating their status as available, so he wouldn't waste time interacting with women who
were already in committed relationships.
Lack of Trust
They also expressed lack of trust paired with the confusion, noting that they
received more attention from other females when they had a girl friend than when they
were available.
~ ...Idon't know, but when the girlfriend comes up, I tell you what, the girls up
here seem to pay more notice to you.
~ Yeah man. What's up with that dude?
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~ Women want you you —
~ I f you have a girlfriend they want you... ifyou don't ~ it's stay away.
~
that the truth?
~ You gotta have one ju st to get another one.
~ I think they like being home wreckers! [Laughter]
This was puzzling to them, and they discussed it in terms of their understanding of

,

f t.

relationships. They thought that the factors involved were jealousy and what tney called
the "thrill of the chase.”
~ ... it's all the thrill o f the chase.
~ And I think that when a girl sees a guy, you know, and he already has a girl
friend, it's like, "Wow! That's an even better chase." You know? That's the
Daytona 500 there! It’s not ju st a little thing.
They hypothesized that the girls who didn't have boyfriends were jealous of those
who did, and so they wanted to take away the other girls' boyfriends. They also thought
that the challenge of talcing a guy away from another girl was more thrilling and more
satisfying than the regular thrill and challenge of catching someone's interest and becoming
his girlfriend. They called the women who interacted with them more when they were in
relationships "home wreckers,” interpreted their interest as "wanting to steal other
women's boyfriends," and conceptualized this increased interest to be part o f a game or a
challenge for women. It was the pinnacle of challenge and thrills in relationships.
During the follow-up meeting with these young men I explored alternative
explanations for women's increased attention to them when they were in committed
relationships. One participant had settled into a committed relationship since the time of
the focus group, and he shared his perceptions that he was more confident and settled
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down, and that he was "not as desperate" around other women, and that this might affect
their interest.
Hostility
Although much of the discussion about their confusion appeared to be light
hearted, there were times when one or more o f the participants expressed some angry or
hostile responses related to women. One of these events occurred when a participant
asked if it meant that he was "cheap" if he took a young woman out for half-price
appetizers. He didn't say that the young woman thought that he was cheap, he just
wondered what the group members thought. The emotions of the group members' seemed
to intensify, with participants accusing the hypothetical woman of being "high
maintenance," and "sexist.” One participant loudly said, "If you have to BUY HER,
man!"
Another participant started to talk about a woman "wanting to be taken some
place nice," and another member interrupted to share his view,
I f I got that, I'd say, “See you later. You know where the door is. ” You don't
need that. The relationship is not going to work. I f you have to fu lfill her every
need... Bitch and whine, the relationship is not going to work.
He shared his strong feelings with the group members in what I heard as a hostile tone.
When the participant suggested that women wear signs on their heads so he could
understand them, another agreed saying, "'Cos they confuse the hell out of me
sometimes.” This response was met with laughter, and another, less humorous response.
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One participant said:
Yeah, but if they do that [confuse me], Iju sttt0 s:f
ili their direction. 1
mpfuse them too. It's fun to fI *. wii'h their "minds. They mess with mine, man!
it's a two-way street, baby! I can be ju st as confusing. I can play the game! You
must be able to adapt!
This response was also met with laughter. However, the humor seemed to have a
markedly hostile under-tone.
Finally, two of the members of the focus group were advising another participant
to apologize or send flowers when he was perplexed by a young woman's emotional
expression of her disappointment in his behavior. One participant told the others,
You don't have to say you're sorry. Say, '"When you figure out what's wrong...
I'm going home, and when you figure out what's wrong you can call. Bye. ” I
don't put up with girls' shit. I have a really hard time putting up with girls' shit.
He explained that if he didn't think that he had done anything wrong and someone was
mad at him then he had a difficult time being sympathetic. He said he would say, "I'm
going home. You can call me if you want, or you can come with me. But you better shape
up, or whatever." One of the other participants asked him if he was like that with all
people or just with women. He responded that it wasn’t just women, but people in
general.
I f someone has a problem with me, and I don't see it, I'll ju st say, 'Screw off!
What's your problem? Either tell me what your problem is or leave me alone...
But it tends to be more with, 'cos, 'cos, with girls — not all the time— but girls tend
to be moody sometimes. And I have a real hard time with that. So...
His words were followed by silence in the group for a short time, and then a participant
shifted the focus by saying that he thought that women were "pretty cool.”
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Women as Objects or Property
The young men seemed to struggle with their own assessment of their treatment of
women contrasted with other men's treatment of women. They seemed to know that
depersonalizing women was something "bad," and didn't want to be associated with that
process, but they were adamant that they were not like the men who "behaved badly.”
During at least two separate interactions, men within the group challenged the
group to think about how they were talking about women. Approximately twenty minutes
into the first hour of the discussion, a group member who had a girlfriend asked the other
participants if they had girlfriends (one other participant did). He explained that "if you
had a girlfriend you'd be a little more respectful about women than if you didn't.” I
interpreted his comment as a challenge to the group members' norms. The group members
did not directly address his observation, and they resumed their discussion without
responding to his comment.
Later, when group members were talking about other men (cowboys, hicks and
thieves) who might treat women as objects or property, a group member challenged the
group members.
Just listen to the way that we're talking, like "chick"[Laughter], / mean, you
know, 1 don't think that we mean anything offensive hy it. It's just...

The group members laughed and explained that they didn't mean anything offensive, it was
"just the way suburb kids talk.” It wasn't meaningful. It wasn't bad. During the follow-up
meeting one o f the participants explained that he had been told by women that they didn’t

like to be called “chick,” but he reported that he wasn’t going to stop, because he didn’t
mean anything bad by it. Their feelings were not enough to convince him to stop using the
word.
At other times, although they denied believing that they treated women as
"property" or "objects," they struggled with their roles in relationship to women, and
didn't appear to be focused on the woman as a separate person with feelings that needed
to be considered. In talking about interactions in bars, they seemed to focus solely on their
own feelings and rights.
- You can draw the line. I mean, i f he's going to be touching and grabbing her,
Fin sure Fm going to step in and say, "Hey, .."
- When they start to put their arm around her, it would be like, "Wait, hang on a
second,.."
-N o , I mean, you go up to your girlfriend's or whatever, or some girl, and you
put your arm around her and it's no big deal. But when you start grabbing
shoulders, rubbing the back o f the hair, you gotta step back and say, "Hey, I don't
mind you talking to my girlfriend, 'er hitting on her, or whatever," but you gotta
show 'em where your stand is.
Group members never suggested that someone should check with the girlfriend to see
where her lines were, they only focused on their own comfort with someone else touching,
or "hitting on" their girlfriend. They discussed these interactions in terms of respecting
othe. men, and other men respecting them. There was no mention of respecting the
woman's feelings. During the follow-up discussion, one participant shared that he thought
of his girlfriends as extensions of himself rather than property or objects, and therefore
would respond to someone being offensive. Others did not agree with this perception, but
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still seemed to struggle with the idea of checking with a woman to see how she felt about
a man’s attention.
Women as Status-Enhancers
The men as a whole, shared memories of times in their lives or in the lives o f their
friends, when they were mostly interested in being seen with attractive women, who they
called "hot babes.” No one admitted that this was a current interest, since they laughed at
young men who were "so shallow and superficial.” However, their stories and reactions to
their stories implied that they still perceived that attractive women had the power to
enhance their image or self-esteem. Other young men being interested in a woman who
was in a relationship with them was seen as a compliment, an affirmation of their worth.
~ 1 mean, that guy can hit on my girlfriend all he wants, but what it comes down
to is...
~ But you know who she's coming home with.
~ Yeah.
~ It's like a compliment. Just like one o f my friends... the honest to God truth...
they went to this strip club, and his girlfriend got up —stripped right in front o f
hundreds o f people and him. And, uh... all these guys were hooting and hollering,
and giving her dollar bills, and he ju st gets up on the stage and says, "Look
guys... you can touch and want to grab and yell and kiss... but I get to go home
with her. ” I think it would be as cool as hell, I think,
wouldn't mind that at all!
Several of the men admitted that they wouldn't mind their girlfriend stripping and being
"wanted" by numerous other men. It would be cool to tell the other guys that they did not
have sexual access rights to her, while claiming these for oneself. This could enhance the
status o f the young man.

Women as Friends and Intimate Partners
The men were unable to agree whether closeness and friendship with a young
woman made a sexual relationship better or impossible. For some, friendship and intimacy
would enhance, or at least not get in the way o f "sleeping with them.”
~ ... a few o f my best friends up here are girls. And / wouldn't think twice about
sleeping with them...
~ I'd much rather sleep with one o f my bestfriends than some hroad-off-thestreet.
For others, the closeness and intimacy that came with a friendship was analogous to the
intimacy that was formed within a family, and therefore prevented them from considering
their friends to be dating or sexual partners.
~ You can't date your best friends.
~ We had become such close friends that... it was like, "Oh, she's cool. But it
would be like kissing my sister, or something.
~ I was friends with some o f the hottest cheerleaders in the school, and f d look at
them, and like, "1 can't look at them like that! "
Intimacy appeared to get in the way of romantic or passionate feelings for a subset o f the
participants.
Women as Teachers or Mentors
When we met for the follow-up session to the focus group one of the participants
gave voice to a point that had been touched on but not clearly articulated during the focus
group. He talked about maturing in the time between the two meetings. He explained that
he had grown up emulating his lather's bachelor friends who were intensely interested in
their careers to the exclusion o f committed, intimate, romantic relationships, and had only
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recently learned to relate with women. He expressed a new appreciation for this dimension
o f interacting. When I asked him how this transformation occurred, he answered that he
had learned from a close woman friend, and that he believed that he had matured through
this relationship.
Many o f the participants expressed appreciation for the "connection" and
"intimacy" that they were able to enjoy in relationship with women who were friends or
partners. This was missing in most of their relationships with other men. They clearly
valued their relationships with other men, and didn't choose to change the way that they
interacted or communicated, but appreciated the depth of relationship that they were able
to create with women.
Women as Sluts and Used Goods
Some parts of the transcript were particularly disturbing to me and to the other
two readers. On four different occasions the group members used the term "sluts" to refer
to sexually active women, in particular to women who became pregnant due to their
sexual activity. The apparent ease with which group members used this term was difficult
to hear, and resulted in feelings of anger and exasperation for us. One reader commented
that reading their words made her feel sick. Their casual conversation, shared in an all
male setting, was very unsettling to us.
During a conversation in which some of the group members expressed an inability
to be sexually interested in their close female friends, one participant shared a frustration
o f his.
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Well, what I've always found, which I think is kind'a funny, when your clique,
or... the girls that you hung out with.... all those girls ended up being like sluts or
whatever, and those other girls not. A nd you're like, "Oh, that sucks!"
The girls that he had thought of as close friends, and whom he therefore thought o f as
’'off-limits’' to him sexually, were sexually active, “sluts.” The girls with whom he was not
close, and could therefore be perceived as sexual partners, were not sluts, or sexually
active young women. He thought that this was ironic. He missed out on sex because his
close, childhood friends were the sluts, and the girls that he perceived to be “sexually
available” to him were not sexually active.
At another time the participants expressed their concern tor their physical health
and the threat that an unknown, sexually active young woman might pose.
~ ...I could see like getting drunk at a party and you're gonna fo o l around with a
girl. That's one thing. But I would never have sexwiih a girl that ifu s t met. I
mean... a) because, first o f all, I mean, ifyou]ustm ether dude, youdon'tknow
what 's crawling around down there! [Laughter]
~ Whose been there!? [Said by two voices at once]
~ Exactly!
~ Used Goods !
They did not trust a young woman who was willing to be sexually active with them to .be
responsible about her health, or even clean. She was "used goods,” and she could ^hurt
these young men. Perhaps their tear or anxiety at this potential threat led to their
derogatory label, “used goods.”
Terms and Roles
As shown in Table 1, the words that the participants used to refer to women
varied. Although the name of this topic was written on the board as "Women,” it appeared
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from the transcript and tape that only one participant routinely used the word "woman.”
The other nine participants varied their labels, with "girl" being the most common.
Table i
Words Used to Refer to a Female Person

Term

f

Term

f

Girl

112

Bitch

1

Girlfriend

33

Biggest^Bhcbrin-the-world

1

Woman

23

Broad-off-the-street

1

God/Close/Best Friend

12

Dork

1

Sister

12

Gals

1

Mom

10

Grandma

1

Chick

9

Home Wreckers

1

Female Friends

5

Hon’

1

Sluts

4

The Mistress

1

This/That/Some Lady

4

OF-Backseat-Becky

1

Cheerleaders

3

Used Goods

1

Your wife

2

Weirdo Chick

1

B abes

1
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Sexual Pressures, Conflict, and Fear
Due to a multitude of factors, sex was clearly complicated for most of the
participants. The young men described a wide range o f pressures, conflict, and fear
associated with sexual relationships, and persistent pressure to be heterosexually active.
Pressure From Male Peers
The young men expressed their perception that there was intense pressure from
other young men to be heterosexually active, or to at least pretend that they were. If they
didn't, others would laugh at them or mock them.
~ So, I think you better be careful when people are like, ’’Yeah, 1 had sex before, ”
7 hadn’t had sex before, ” ’cos you never know what you can believe, you know?
Especially like.,, uhm... like J know i f you be at a party and when like guys get
together and girls, "Like dude, did you? ”... and I mean i f there's enough
pressure...
~ Yea, i f you're in the locker room and you’re the one who hasn’t... I mean, you’re
naturally, you know... so you won't... so they won’t make fu n o f you...
~ So you think some guys say things even though they're not the truth? They're
basically willing to... to at least....
~ I think every guy does.
The desire to avoid other men's laughter or taunts about their sexuality was strong enough
to make lying seem like a normative behavior for at least some o f the participants.
Pressure Due to Desire to be Sexually Experienced and Able to Please a Partner
The perceived pressure to know what they were doing, to "perform well" and later
"please their wives" was cited by a few of the participants.
~ ...this lady wrote in [to an advice column] and said she didn’t like sex 'cos she
waited until she got married, and all this stuff. And the... lady [columnist] told
her that she was really stupid, and that was basically what she said, "There's no
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point in waiting now. You might as well get the experience, so you'll know what to
do when the time happens."
~ ...go and get experience before you get married so you can be good to your wife
Although this was cited as a pressure by some of the participants, others didn't think that
this was a valid pressure, and stated that if two people loved each other, they would work
out the sexual relationship, just as they worked out every other aspect of their relationship.
They acknowledged that sexual intercourse was "the most uncoordinated thing" the first
time, but that they didn't have to be experienced in order to "be ok.”
Pressure From Media's Presentation of Highly Heterosexuallv Active Males
Participants noted that with all of the "sensationalization of sex" on TV that there
was a perception that one was not normal unless one was sexually active.
~ I think, personally, that when you get stu ff like'a... what's that show... LOVE
LINE on MTV... 1 mean, the media's sensationalizing sex. Who's the... Adamwhatever-his-name-is that's on there. 1 mean that guy...
~ That obnoxious guy?
~ That guy is just outrageous! You'd think he'd been with every woman on the
face o f the earth. And that he's doing everything!
~ / believe him [sarcasm].
~ Yea, the media. 1 don't know if he's even married or not. 1 doubt it.
~ I hope not.
~ But it's like... the way that they sensationalize sex, and especially now in the
90's, Holy Cow! You know? Supposedly, i f you haven't you're one o f the few and
the left out. I mean, you know? 1 think like you said, it puts a lot o f pressure on
people —maybe who had made the decision to say, "No, I'm gonna wait. ” A ll o f
a sudden they're thinking, "What the hell. Everyone else is doing it. Why
shouldn't I? ”
They used examples from commercials and TV shows to illustrate their point that sex on
TV was pervasive, and that it affected their perceptions of themselves and others.
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Pressure Due to Openness of Sexual Activity on Campus
The group members agreed that on their college campus sex was no longer a
private thing, citing examples of couples "going at it" on the couch next to them, in the
bunk below them, or slipping into a bedroom while others played cards, or "went about
their business.” It was almost assumed that if a couple was going out, that they were also
sexually active. This pressure was perceived as creating an environment that made
abstinence more of a challenge, since "mom and dad were no longer right upstairs" to act
as a deterrent. It also seemed to negatively impact on roommates who were "put out" by
their roommates' sexual behaviors.
Pressures Due to Moral Conflict and Sexual Double Standard
One participant described the development of his understanding of the role that
sexual activity would play in his life. Due to moral and religious values, he had previously
thought that he would wait until marriage to become sexually involved with someone. But
he believed that the pressures were too great for him, and he settled for trying to have
"meaningful" sexual relationships. He said that he didn't want to let sex be the most
important thing in his life, but it had to be meaningful to him. Rather than totally throw out
his moral code, he adjusted his behaviors to fit an adjusted moral code.
Others appeared to hold women to a moral code, saying that they couldn't respect
a woman who was sexually active. They expressed an awareness that, for the most part,
the double standard for men and women in relation to their level of sexual activity still
existed. They were in agreement that “...if a girl has sex more than five times than she's a
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slut.” They noted that some young men still seemed to admire a sexually active man,
stating “if a guy has more... He's a stud.” However, one young man expressed his seom
for his roommate who had sexual relations with a different young woman every night for
five nights, calling him "a scuz.” They appeared to hold women to a more stringent set o f
rules, but it was unclear where they drew the lines for themselves and other men.
Pressure From Women For "More of a Relationship"
The participants agreed that most guys were able to have "sex without intimacy,”
described as
... not really giving yourself to her. You're ju st with her, and maybe you'll even
have sex, but it's still not intimate."
They argued about whether this was as true for women. They believed that most women
were stiU interested in liaving some type o f emotional attachment before they became
sexually involved, but that some women were said to be "as bad as guys, if not worse.” At
least for some of the young men, some of the time, they felt that women did prefer to pair
sex with a relationship.
One participant struggled to explain how he thought about sex and relationships*
Just because i f I sleep with —have sex with —someone, or after they've had sex
with a girl, they can be done with her. But&girls want to have a whole
relationship... or prefer to.
He, or they, could be done after a sexual encounter, whereas, they perceived pressure
from at least some young women to "have a whole relationship." Some group members
shared their perception that women's need or desire for "a whole relationship" turned sex
into "a hassle" for them.
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Although the participants agreed that young men were clearly able to engage in sex
outside of the context o f an intimate relationship, there was variability within the group as
to whether participants preferred sex without intimacy. At one point, one o f the
participants seemed to want to understand other men's preferences around intimacy and
sex. He asked the others, "What do you guys think is better? Say you bring someone back
after a party. Do you just want full-out-sex? Or do you want to mess around until you
pass out?" Once again, there was no consensus. One participant reported that he thought
that the best part of sex was "messing around beforehand." Another agreed that for him
"touching hair,” "massaging,” "that whole foreplay" was "the best.” Another participant
shared his belief that, "The best sex is when you're in love with the person.”
In contrast, others didn't think that they would want to engage in foreplay with
someone that they didn't know very well. They would prefer to "just rip off our clothes
and go at it, and then 'Bye'... I gotta squash game or something." Others laughed at this
description. Another added, "Gotta polo game. Gotta go!" Some o f the young men were
not interested in being emotionally involved with their sexual partners. Before and after
the sex they were in a hurry to move on.

Some of the participants clearly tried to warn others about the dangers of engaging
in sexual intercourse with women who might not be physically healthy. Others stumbled
o ver their words expressing their awareness of the dangers that led them to set limits on
their sexual activity.

41

~ You can do everything, but don’t do that extra step. You know? The fore-play
and all that, so be it But you gotta watch yourself
~ I would never consider about it, [never have sex]you know, I would... [no
matter] how drunk or how fucked up I was and whatever... I would always have
the sense to say, 'Look”... ’Cos that's a serious thing!
No matter how much his faculties were impaired by substances, he didn't believe that he
would have sex with someone who had an unknown history, because the stakes were too
high for him.
As discussed in the section on women as “sluts” and “used goods” many o f the
participants expressed a sense that sex was scary now that they were more educated about
sexually transmitted diseases. A somewhat veiled reference to a sexually transmitted
disease (“a cauliflower patch on Mr. Happy”) resulted in an emotional outburst from some
of the group members. One responded, "Oh, fuck! " This was clearly threatening to some
individuals.
There was also fear generated around the idea of getting drunk and later getting a
call from "some strange, weirdo chick" saying that she was pregnant.
...ifyou're at a party and you're screwing around with some girl, the last thing
that you want is to get some strange, weirdo chick pregnant.
In response, some laughingly told others that they didn't give out their real names in those
instances, to prevent ever getting that type o f call. Fear seemed to be the greatest
deterrent to having sex with partners whose sexual histories were unknown, or who were
strangers to the young men. A woman willing to be sexually active with them had the
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power to impact on their futures: physically, emotionally, and economically. These women
could be very threatening.
Terms
Terms used to refer to sexual intercourse were varied (see Table 2).
Table 2
Terms Used to Refer to Sexual Activity

Terms

f

Term

f

Sex/Have sex with

49

Been there

1

Sleep with

10

Cyber-sex

1

Doing it

3

Do “that”

1

Fore-Play

3

Fool around

1

One-night stand

3

Full-out sex

1

Go/Going at it

2

Have “the sex thing”

1

Get/Getting any

2

Luck

1

Get experience

2

Oral sex

1

Mess around

2

Apiece

1

Reach the climax/orgasm

2

Screw ‘em

1

Screw around

2

Ultimate way of connecting

1

Been with

1
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One participant thought that the intimacy that one could reach with a partner through
marriage or love was his ideal
... when you ’re married and you ’re in love, it’s like the ultimate way o f
connecting with your partner... having sex with her. And when you ’re in love with
someone, it’s obviously more special.
Another participant referred to sex outside of marriage as "the cardinal of all sins.”
Dating as A Continuum of Human Actions
It waii apparent that there was no one definition that the young men could use as
they began talking about "dating.” To some it meant the most casual of relationships,
defined as spending time with different people doing different activities. To others it
meant an implicit or explicit commitment to another. Over the course of the two hours,
the participants described a rich continuum of human actions starting back in junior high
school, and extending past cruising, parties, the bars, and rolling "down hill from here" to
marriage. They joked about currently being "at the peak,” before "being tied down,” and
"screwed.”
Relationships
Several of the participants contrasted "dating" with "being in a relationship.” They
believed that dating was where one learned what one liked and didn't like, and what
worked and didn't work if someone wanted "a piece" or a more long-term relationship.
One participant thought that through dating one "learned how to be human,” to be a
person. Others thought that dating was fun, but not very intimate. In contrast, if someone
wanted to be in a relationship they were looking for someone with similar interests,
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someone that they could "connect with,” and "hang out with and not worry about feeling
comfortable.” This person would be someone looking for more stability, intimacy and
connection, and would be someone to talk with every day.
The participants were not all looking for the same type of relationship with
women. One of the participants was in a long-term, committed relationship, some were
satisfied with casual dating of many individuals, and others were feeling a need for more
connection in their relationships
The Grass is .Always Greener
Early in the discussion one participant introduced an analogy that seemed to
resonate within several o f the others. He believed that he had developed an unsatisfactory
pattern of dating relationships. He described how he would start out liking someone as a
friend, and after three to four months of steady dating he would begin to perceive the
relationship as "a strain,” and he would break up, believing that he wanted to be single
again. After three to four months of being single, hanging out with the guys at the bars,
and not having regular sexual contact with another, he would want to be in a dating
relationship again. He said that he had cycled through this pattern four times. He thought
that for him "the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence."
Another participant agreed, and added that it was just part o f being human. He
said, "You want what you can't have. Or you've got what you don't want." The
participant who described the pattern reported that these ex-girl friends usually didn't talk
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with him again later. He noted that he had been losing Mends by repeating this pattern,
and that "it sucks!"
The Chase
This pattern may be related to what some members described as "the thrill o f the
chase.” Some participants identified "the chase" as their favorite part of dating. They
described how the wondering, anticipation, newness, and excitement turned to boredom
after they go out a couple o f times. One participant explained,
All o f a sudden it's like Tm kind'a bored now.' And then it's like, 'Look at that
girl over there. She's been there the whole time. Why didn't I see her before?' So
you drop this one and go after that one, you know? It's all the thrill o f the chase
He was interested in the process, not the product.
True to the group's pattern of expressing differing opinions on most subjects,
others said that they did not like "the chase.” One member of the group said that he
"couldn't stand the chase part,” and said, "I'd like a woman to come up to me and start
talking rather than the guy always having to make the first move." He clearly wasn't
currently invested in the "thrill" of risk-taking and "chasing.”
Relationships as A Game
For many of the participants, relationships were like games, with rules and
strategies. Some liked the game and others, as mentioned earlier, were more hostile about
the "give and take" that ensued.
~ You gotta give 'em ju st enough to show you're interested and then back off.
~ What's life without challenge? I f you don't have to play all those games....
~ Life would be no fun ifyou could get anyone you want, and they could get
anyone they want.
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~ It’s a game.
~ It's also a challenge.
The participants shared with each other their understanding of the rules, or the strategies
that they used
~ Can ’t be looking fo r a relationship.
~ You have to ju st let it happen.
~ I f you push it i t ’s like you ’re desperate...
~ I t ’s better not to focus on dating.
They acted as mentors for each other in dating and relationships.
Junior High and High School Dating
The group members talked about the ease o f dating in junior high school. They
attributed this to the superficiality of the relationships, and the way that others would
often decide who was a couple. It was definitely '’low-maintenance,” low-risk relating. A
time to learn how to ask. They laughed as they remembered their mothers or brothers
driving them to a movie with a young date, and how it had been cool to swear, or share a
cigarette.
High school dating seemed to be complicated by other relationships within ones
clique or "ring.” Some of the participants chose to date only people from other high
schools, or suburbs, to avoid "prejudgments" about themselves and others, conflicts
between cliques, and to avoid dating girls that they grew up knowing "like sisters.”
Others dated within their circle of friends, or dated people from other classes. Some
thought that dating in high school was easier than college because of a smaller pool of
competition. Another thought that what they did in high school shouldn't even be called
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dating, and that he didn't really start dating until he got to college and was on his own.
Then he truly started to learn who he was and what he wanted.
Interestingly, some participants noted that alcohol paired with dating in high
school were signs that a couple was sexually active. They expected a young woman to be
sexual if she was drinking alcohol. They did not mention this in the context of college
dating relationships.
College
At least one participant thought that dating in college differed as one got closer to
graduation. He thought that most young men came to college looking to date the "best
looking girls" to show off to his friends. He said,
She could be as dumb as a rock She may be a bitch or something, and you could
ju st say, "Oh well... but she's hot!"
He thought that as the men grew more mature, they began "looking for more intimacy,”
and that it would be harder to find someone "because you're planning to be more involved
with them."
Marriage
Other than their own parents’ marriages, which were viewed very favorably,
marriage was not perceived positively. One participant talked about a friend of his who
was engaged:
Gripes! They ’re getting married next summer. I t ’s like that completely changed
him from ju st trying to see... doing the going out with the guys two nights a week,
and going out with a different girl two nights a week... you know? Now it's
actually one person... I t ’s like... I think you ’re gonna really be wondering... if
you do get tied down. You’dprobably be running the other way.
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His perception of marriage included loss o f relationships with o ther men, loss o f potential
relationships with other women, and the fear that everything would be given up for one
person. His impression, from outside of the relationship, was so negative, that he imagined
that one would have an urge to flee.
Others shared his negative view of how a commitment, or \ narriage would impact
on them.
~ ...Like in high school you cruise, college you go to parties, you get 20, 21, you
go to bars. What comes next? [Laughter]
~ Marriage.
~ Yeah, then you 're screwed! [Ha! Ha!] [Laughter]
~ It's all down hill from here!
~ That's right.
~ We 're at the peak [Laughter]
~ Tell it to me, man.
They laughed and joked about their futures. But the content was never challenged during
the initial focus group. During the follow-up meeting one of the participants talked about
being in a six-month relationship that was meeting his needs for intimacy and connection.
He was pleased with the relationship, and also acknowledged that he spent less time with
his male friends, and that they razzed him about the change. However, he interpreted the
razzing as their way of letting him know that he was missed, and he didn’t mind it. He
hadn’t proposed marriage yet. But he could imagine himself moving in that direction in the
not-too-distant future.
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Intensity of Emotion
One participant described dating as "the best of time or the worst.” Another
agreed that one was going to be saying, "Dog-gonnit,” or "Ah... yeah.” In relationships
they were more vulnerable, and due to this more open stance, there was going to be an
intensity of emotions that some found attractive, and others wanted to avoid.
Looking
Looking As Natural
The participants in the focus group returned to the topic of "looking" more than
once. As one participant put it,
Man, everyone looks at other people though. Just like you were saying. It doesn't
matter who it is. Like, I mean, I've been with my folks, and my mom, and my dad
is like, "Are you looking at that guy? ” And my mom is like, "I'm just appreciating
the bodies o f nature"

Later in the discussion a participant said, "But you're always looking. You'll be at the mall
with your mom and you’re like, 'Oh, look at that! I'm gonna go check out the CD's over
here. You know what you're going over there for." Whether they were in bars, or
cruising, or in class rooms, they were looking at young women and making assessments
about attractiveness or desirability. One participant noted that sometimes he would refrain
from skipping a particular class because he noticed an attractive young woman in the
class.
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Looking As Hurtful
The only time that the discussion of looking was not discussed using a light tone
was when a participant shared a memory of his awareness that his father also looked. He
was explaining that he thought there was a difference between "just looking at bodies,”
and actually "looking for a girl.” He then said,
/ went to the Y with my dad once, and he was like, "There's not enough good
scenery here." You know? I was like, "You're my father, dude. You’re married to
my mom. Do you know that?"
Another participant quickly assured him that he thought that all dads looked. He used his
own parents' obvious looking as an example of two people who were completely devoted
to their relationship. He said, "My mom with the cute guys or my dad with the girls... it's
just the natural thing that they do. They never, ever... cross the line.” He seemed to want
to reassure the other participant that he needn't worry about his parent's relationship.
Overt Vs Covert Looking
They talked about the ideal of being able to look at and admire attractive bodies
and honestly admit with a partner that they thought that another individual had an
attractive body. One of the participants said that he and his girlfriend openly discussed
these things, and that they also assured the other that they were not interested in pursuing
outside relationships. This openness was not the norm , and some of the other
participants mentioned that this seemed like a good alternative to "getting slapped,” or
"not getting any.” Others laughed and teased this young man about "having a ring on the
way,” which he quickly denied.
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Communication
There appeared to be a wide range of communications styles in the group. Some
of the participants seemed most comfortable giving advice to others throughout the two
hours. One group member generated discussion topics that were of interest to him,
resulting in the facilitator noting that he was easily able to take a role that felt more like
than of an observer, rather than needing to be in the facilitator role. In general, the
communication seemed to be less inhibited during the second hour, with group members
using more expletives, suggesting less censorship of their words that may have occurred
initially as a result of the two tape recorders with two large microphones. Of course, the
questionnaire may have also acted as a stimulus for more of this language.
Direct Vs. Indirect Communication
When group members struggled with issues, such as what one would do if one had
unplanned sex with one of his best female friends after a party, one or more of the
participants would suggested that direct communication was a viable option. One
participant suggested that they pretend it never happened. Another presented an
alternative response, saying,
You can decide that either, it happened, and maybe we should move our
relationship on to maybe another level\ or else maybe, we had it, but we 're not
looking fo r a relationship, but we're cool that it happened, 'er... and I say you can
communicate that and get away with it. I think.
He struggled to find the words, but the intent was to be honest and direct with the other
person.

52

Another time when the participants were talking about breaking up after realizing
that the person they were dating was not what they wanted, a participant reiterated the
necessity of knowing what one wanted and needed before beginning a relationship. He
said,
1 think regardless o f what you're looking for, you gotta decide what you want
before you end up doing it. You have to decide i f you want a relationship.... So if
you're going out on dates with girls you can start looking at their qualities. I f
you're ju st out fo r a good time, you know, treat 'em like that too. I mean, even let
'em know that.
He suggested honest, direct, communication presented as a means of preventing
uncomfortable positions later.
In contrast, some participants laughed as they described their history of breaking
up, or "being dumped.” They called this the "It's not you, it's me" routine, adding, "No
one likes to be dumped." Another echoed the sentiment. One participant acted out a
conversation. "What did I do wrong?' "Oh nothing. It's not your fault. It's me... I'm
changing." This interaction was followed by much laughter. Direct communication did
not seem to be the norm in their experiences.
Young Men's Perceptions of Men
Negative Perceptions of Other Men
Late in the second hour, after one o f the participants made hostile comments, one
of the focus group members appeared to take a big risk and tell the other members what
he thought about men. He said,
I'm gonna say it. Men are dogs. We're dogs! We are! And I don't see women
being like that. [Quiet] But I'm sure they are [dogs]. They just... I don't know.
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They confuse me all around. Three hundred-sixty degrees. Totally. So... I guess
I don't have to worry about that.
He took a big risk, sharing his negative perception without couching it in humor, and then
took it back quickly. The group went on, with no one responding to his comments.
Another time in the group, one of the participants talked about watching people in
bars, and said that it was fun to watch. Another member agreed, saying,
/ ju st love watching guys making complete assholes out o f themselves! I mean,
you can sit there fo r hours, and I almost piss my pants laughing, 'cos they are
so funny.
Another participant added to his comments, and this observation appeared to be accepted
by the group members. They seemed to know exactly what this participant meant.
In the follow-up meeting I asked about these guys who are so funny in bars. They
explained to me that these guys are “players.” I was able to understand that they believed
that for some guys this being “a player” was a developmental stage that they went
through. They thought that others were “players” by personality. I was able to link this to
one participant’s comments during the focus group. He had remembered that there had
been a time when he thought of himself as a “pimp” [slang] who had been willing to make
himself appear foolish in pursuit of girls, but that as he aged he became less willing to
“crash and bum,” and was more careful about his interactions. He wasn’t as quick to
throw away his pride in pursuit of a young woman.
As mentioned earlier, men didn’t trust other men to tell the truth. Early in the first
hour of the discussion, a participant explained that due to outside pressures, "You never
know who you can believe when it comes to sex." Another participant shared that he
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thought that ail men lied about sex at one time or another due to the pressures placed on
them by other guys. They didn’t want guys laughing at them. They wanted the approval of
other guys, and therefore they couldn’t be trusted to tell the truth.
Feelings and Vulnerability
Although the intensity of emotion seemed greater in the second half of the group,
expression of feeling was not the norm for the members within or outside of this focus
group. One participant explained what he thought that this lack of sharing impacted on
people:
You know, it's so sad. It's kind'a like guys... you're not going to sit around and
"let's talk about our feelings, man." [Laughter] Honestly, that never happens.
People always say, "People aren't in touch with their feelings. ” But talking like
that... yeah, it usually only comes around when you're like, "Oh, that chick's so
hot. I could never get a girl like that," And your friend goes, "Yeah, right. That's
'cos you're ju st so chicken about it. Why don't you just go out there and say what
you think?" "Ah, I could never do that!" And then you start talking with answers
like that/like this. A nd that's when you figure out where you need to be. I think if
people did that more by themselves, there would be a lot more happy people in
relationships.
This participant was able to express his feelings of sadness within this focus group, that
outside of the group the young men were not talking with each other openly and honestly
about their feelings. They even laughed at the idea of asking to talk about feelings.
In the follow-up session I brought up this topic and they were quick to tell me that
they do express their feelings, just differently than women. They were clear that they did
not want to change to the extent that they were saying, “Hey, I really miss you” to other
men. They thought it sufficient to say, “Hey, when was the last time we knocked down a
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few brewskies?” This was more comfortable, and they nodded in agreement that they
would know that this was a way of communicating care.
One of the themes that ran throughout the discussion group was the uncomfortable
vulnerability that seemed to be tied with sharing feelings and thoughts. One of the
participants had expressed an idea that it would be funny if the electronic wrap around
sign on a computer printed out someone's thoughts. Although some of the group
members thought that this was funny, and they laughed as they generated humorous
examples of expressed words and corresponding insulting thoughts, this also triggered an
observation of the importance of a man keeping his thoughts to himself. One participant
explained,
rhat's your own safety factor, you know? ...a man's mind is his castle. You stay
up there and don't let anyone else know what you're thinking, you know?
Sometimes that's the fun o f it. Make people think, try to think.
As discussed previously, the participants clearly expressed concern about sexually
transmitted diseases and unplanned pregnancies. However, they didn't use "traditional
feeling words" to convey fear. They expressed their caution, and warned others, "that's a
serious thing,” "you gotta watch yourself,” and "the last thing you want is..."
They also seemed unable or unwilling to express the feelings that went with having
their trusi violated, being rejected, and "playing the fool.” When one participant talked
about being "a little torqued" when his girlfriend went to "our movie" with her best male
friend one participant told him, "I don't think you can be jealous of a girl with a guy when
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they're just Mends." Others agreed that as long as the male Mend "gave them their space"
then things were okay. A less reassuring participant shared his experience, saying,
Sometimes you can be playedfor a fo o l though.... I had to tell him [my friend],
his girlfriend was cheating on him. He wasn't going to fin d out any other way. I
mean he was dead to the subject. He didn't realize what the heck was going on....
So it can happen. He got rejected.
There was prolonged silence in the room after this young man shared his story. Instead
identifying the feelings that this story evoked in the participants, the male facilitator chose
this time to ask the group members to talk about "going on a date,” a shift away from the
quiet in the group that followed the discussion about rejection.
In the last two minutes o f the group discussion, one of the participants expressed
his regret that men didn't talk with each other more unless they were depressed or drunk.
They expressed ambivalence about this level of relating with one another.
Awareness of the Tape Recorder
During the follow-up discussion, I asked the group members if they would have
been bothered if I had chosen to use a video camera to record the interactions during the
focus group. They laughed, and said that they would have felt inhibited by a video camera.
However, they didn't believe that the presence of the microphones and tape recorders
inhibited them after they became active in the discussion. They reported forgetting that the
tape recorder was recording them. Their use of expletives increased during the second
hour o f the discussion, supporting their assertion of some level of comfort.
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Summary
There was no “one voice” for these young men. Their experiences and beliefs were
often varied. However, they described their transition from sheltered home to college
campus independence as full of sexual pressures and lessons learned through cruising,
attending parties, hanging out in bars, grappling with dilemmas, and resulting, for most, in
a state of confusion. Sex was clearly conflictual for the participants. Many felt the
pressure to be sexually active, at the same time that they had a desire to be free of
diseases, unwanted pregnancies, and “the hassle” of a relationship. Much of the pressure
that they experienced seemed to be related to other men’s assessment of them as men.
They were confused about women and expressed conflicted thoughts and feelings
about their relationships with women. Their reactions to women, sex, and dating seemed
to vary according to the type of relationship that they were seeking, and whether they
enjoyed "the game,” or "the chase" to catch a "hot chick,” or whether they preferred more
honest, open communication with someone with whom they felt “connected.”

CHAPTER IV

DISCUSSION
My Journey and Process
As stated in the introduction, I began my dissertation research process with an
agenda. I had a desire to understand more fully the roots of sexual violence in our society.
My history as a counselor and director of a rape crisis center had provided me with a view
of sexual trauma that had left marks on me, and I wanted to somehow make sense of it all.
Perhaps I was also looking for “a sense of knowing,” or “power,” over a phenomenon that
had baffled me and angered me for many years. Whatever the reasons, I had an agenda.
I designed my study so that a young man would be the facilitator, the research
assistant, kno wing that my presence as a woman in this all male focus group would most
likely affect their interactions, and therefore limit the findings. I believe that this was a
valid concern. But I also believe that this distance allowed me to look upon these ten
young men from the perspective o f a “distant researcher,” outside of and removed from
their processes and lives. It was a safe and comfortable —intellectual distance.
As I listened to the tapes of the focus group I experienced a wide-range of
emotions. These young men touched me. At times I was very angry with them for using
words like “slut,” or referring to a woman as “used goods.” I didn’t normally hear men
talk about women so openly or so harshly, and I was stunned by their casual use o f such
derogatory terms. At other times I heard their confusion and their fears, and I felt their
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humanity. It was very confusing to me. Did I dislike these young men? Were they awful
and repulsive? Or were they young and confused, and struggling - just like women? It
was not an easy process —to hear their words and feel my responses. At one point I found
myself applauding when the one young man said that “Men are dogs,” and felt
f.

disappointed when he took back his words. Why didn’t they tell him that he was right?
How was it that they didn’t see what some researchers have called their “socialized
narcissistic power” tendencies? (Ould, Shaw-George, Stoll, 1998). There was that anger
again.
Sitting and talking with the other women readers, I heard their pain at listening to
the words of these young men, their sense of disappointment. At times there was a
positive response, “Oh, he seems to get it,” or “Oh, he seems to be showing some
empathy toward a woman.” But most often, the responses to the men’s words stirred up
for us our own past pain and hurts from relating with some men.
Intellectually, one reader focused on the young men’s words in the context of
masculinity and intimacy. The other reader appeared to focus on communication styles and
responsibility. I went in looking for signs that would support a rape culture. Together, we
heard young men expressing and demonstrating their experiences of being young men: the
pressures, their fears and confusion, their wide range o f interest in intimacy and
connection with women.
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A Fork in the Road
As we went through the process of analyzing the data and heard so many
messages, I also reread literature from feminist qualitative researchers who stressed the
importance of including participants in the creation of meaning. At this point I became
committed to taking the results back to the young men for their input. Through this
process of imagining myself sitting with them, and through the process of hearing the
many messages that came out o f the focus group, I began to change my focus for this
study. I did not think it was fair to them to frame their words within the narrow context of
“a rape culture,” without first informing them of this intent. Would they have agreed to
participate in this study if they knew that the primary researcher had an agenda, an ax to
grind? Maybe, but I hadn’t given them that option. I began to regret my original research
decisions, and felt an urge to alter my focus for this study/inquiry. I shifted intellectually.
Sitting with five of the participants was one of the best decisions that I made along
this journey. I was able to see them, face to face, and to experience them as human beings,
, not just words on a page that fit into categories of meaning. These were not awful young
men. They were apparently average young men with a sense of humor, and a vulnerability
that touched me. They looked over the transcript and asked me if I could tell when they
were “just joking.” I told them that I couldn’t be sure, but that 1 included references to
their laughter in the transcript. They read their words and realized that I had the power.to
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interpret them. What would I do with all of those words? I felt a huge sense of
responsibility to represent them as fairly and completely as I/we could.
Sitting with me for over an hour, these young men allowed themselves to be
vulnerable and to participate in this combined process o f understanding. They said that
they had enjoyed the study, and brought up ways that the discussion had added to their
understanding of relationships. They thought more about relationships following the study.
Sitting with them, I liked these guys. “The guys” (as I had come to call them over the
months) were respectful to me in our interactions, and teased the focus group facilitator
\

good-naturedly. I was confused. I had so many questions. Could these be the same guys
who tossed aro und the term “slut”? Where were those guys? I wondered if all men have a
side that they show to other men and keep separate from most women? What was the
dynamic at work that promoted this behavior in an all male setting, and promoted another
behavior with a woman in the room? I had predicted it, but didn’t and don’t really
understand it, except in terms of group norms and rules.
Putting aside my confusion and the questions generated by this encounter, I was
intellectually committed to changing the scope of my study - broadening it to match the
findings. However, 1 wasn’t there emotionally. Tossing out months of work was not an
easy task, and I struggled with my chair to find a way to do this, and to accept the feelings
of loss that would accompany this decision. It was only recently that I was willing to let
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go of the earlier work and focus on the whole of the work, which no longer centered
around sexual aggression and violence in dating relationships.
Limitations and Strengths o f the Study
Size and Structure of Focus Group and Time Spent
The decision to set the parameters o f the group size at 8-12 was partially
determined by the literature (Berg, 1995), and partially by my economic resources. The
decision to keep one group for two hours, as opposed to two groups for one hour each,
was not an easily mad' decision. We decided that keeping the same group together longer
would increase the probability that they would become comfortable with each other and
more disclosing. Depth was considered to be most important for this decision.
A surprising and perhaps significant factor that I did not predict may have made
this previous decision moot. Several of the men who participated in the study knew each
other from living in the same residence halls, and through their jobs. The facilitator noted
that these men were more vocal then those who did not know other people in the group,
although all participated to some extent. Those with prior histories were willing to
challenge each other and were quick to “tease” or “razz” the others. How did they differ
from the quieter men? I don’t know. In retrospect, I believe that two groups o f six men
that each met for two hours would have been a preferred design. Perliaps it would have
allowed or encouraged the young men to sljare more equally in the creation of meaning.
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Although the group design allowed for the interaction among men that added to
the richness o f the data, it also acted to silence some. During the first minute o f the group
one young man stated that “women were the source o f ail evil.” Another silenced him by
saying, “It can't be that bad, man. You just had a bad experience.” If I had been
interviewing him individually he probably wouldn’t have wanted to share his story with
me, a woman. But I would have liked to hear what he had to say and where he was
coining from. 1 wondered if he was the young man who expressed his hostility so loudly
during the group, or if he was quieter alter that initial comment. This format did not allow
me to answer these questions.
Given that this was clearly an exploratory inquiry/study, and given the informed
consent procedures and tape recorder, it might be reasonable to assume that the
interaction that was transcribed differed from the interaction that would have occurred in a
purely naturalistic setting. The facilitator tried to assess differences and similarities by
asking the young men how honest they were, and if this focus group discussion was like
other discussions that they typically had with other young men. Me was told that this focus
group dilfered in two \ /ays (1) it included more open discussion o f their feelings, and (2) it
included less information exchange about women’s physical attributes. Although one
participant did ask others in the group what they favored in a young woman’s appearance,
and shared his interest in women who had long hair, the group turned this into an
opportunity to razz him about liking “hairy women,” “women who didn’t shave their
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legs.” The discussion was aborted by the group through humor. Although it was
information that was typically shared, it was not a topic that the young men were willing
to explore for this study.
One o f the strengths o f the study, choosing a relati vely young, male research
assistant/facilitator who did not direct the discussion in a particular direction, was also one
o f the drawbacks. 1 believe he did an excellent job o f creating an open and accepting
environment in which the young men could honestly and safely express their feelings and
thoughts. I also believe that if I had tried to facilitate the discussion my body language and
facial expressions would have “spoken volumes.” I would have had a very hard time
covering up, not giving “voice” and “face” to my thoughts and reactions, thereby changing
*he interactions among the group participants, and getting very different data.
However, because I was not present during the group, I could not get “a feel” for
the true identities/personalities/patterns for any o f the individual young men. Their
identities ran together, and I couldn’t tell if people flip-flopped as the discussion went
along, or whether participants’ positions became more firmly held due to the discussion. I
would have liked to have video-tapes o f the young men in the focus group. Unfortunately,
when I asked them about their predicted feelings about being video-taped for the study,
they thought the presence o f the camera would have been inhibiting for them. So, the
audio-taping was probably the best compromise for a one-time data collection. A study
that transpired over an extended period o f time might allow the participants to feel more
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comfortable about videotaping, allowing the researchers tc focus on individual as well as
group data.
Although I wanted to keep the focus group relatively unstructured, in order to
avoid missing something that they discussed that was meaningful to them that was not
predicted by me, there was also a price for this decision. There were many follow-up
questions that were o f interest to me as I went through the transcript. If I had asked even
a few o f them they would not have covered all o f the topics that they covered, and I
would have had more depth on a smaller number o f topics, as contrasted with the rather
broad range o f topics that they addressed.
Five participants were able to spend an extra hour with rite for the follow-up
exchange o f information. 1 appreciated their time and the information that they shared. But
an hour was too brief. I would have liked to spend several hours clarifying, and trying to
understand more clearly what they were saying. I also would have liked to have individual
interview data with each participant. But tnat was beyond the scope o f this study. This
study was designed to collect data in the group format, on the assumption that the group
dynamic creates particular male dynamics and interactions that were o f interest for this
study. Individual interviews could be part o f a future research design.
Generalizabilitv
Generalizability is always an issue with a small sample. This focus group included
ten young men from the same region o f the country. Some were from the suburbs o f a
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major city, and others were from small towns in a sparsely populated state. They were not
a representative sample o f the nation. I’m not sure how the experiences and world views
o f these ten young men from the midwest would differ from or overlap with those o f ten
young men from the northeast, or the west coast, or the deep south. However, this study
was not designed to establish universal truths. It was designed to promote a deeper
understanding o f men in dating and sexual relationships with women.
Defining the context for the findings, it is important to emphasize that this study
was clearly a study about ‘‘young men.” Research indicates that the role that sex plays
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man’s life differs for men in their 30’s and 40’s, contrasted with men in their 20’s. The
stereotypes o f men being interested in sex for “physical pleasure,” while women axe
motivated to have sex for “love” are supported by research done with college age
populations. But as individuals age, research no longer supports this stereotype. Sprague
and Quadagno ( 1989) found that although “love” was the main motivation for sex for
61% o f women aged 22-35, this was cited as the main motivation o f only 38% o f the
women aged 36-57. For 43% o f the older women “physical pleasure” was listed as the
primary reason for engaging in intercourse. Looking at men, the changes occur in the
opposite direction. Between the ages o f twenty-two and thirty-five, 44% o f the men
reported being motivated to have sex primarily for “physical pleasure.” This motivation
was primary for only 36% o f the older men. Half o f the men m the older age gro up
reported that their main reason for having sex was “emotional intimacy” and “love.” This
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research appears to support the finding in this study that there were changes that occurred
for many men, as they became older. Some o f the participants were already citing an
interest in closer connections, and more intimacy in their sexual relationships
How the Readers Created Meaning
The process o f reading and creating meaning from the transcript was arduous for
me. I looked to the other two readers to share their understandings with me, so we could
make sense together. At times one would pick up on something from the transcript that
another didn’t notice, and often the other would then see it and be able to describe it.
Other times interpretations differed. For example, for as long as I can remember I have
experienced the tenn “chick” as a derogatory term, an objectifying term. Another reader
reported that use o f this slang term didn’t bother her. The male facilitator explained that
he believed that the meaning had changed, and that to call someone “chick” in this current
generation o f college students could be a compliment, implying that the woman was
strong and not easily fooled. This variance was surprising to me. .1 removed a section on
derogatory terms when 1 realized that my perspective was not as universal as I had
assumed. I also respond negatively to the practice o f referring to women in their twenties,
thirties, forties, and even older as “girl.” I see this analogous to individuals in the 1950’s
and 1960’s referring to an African American man as “boy,” a denial o f his power and
equality. However, this was not an issue for others. My feminist “consciousness-raising”
biases left me out o f step with others.
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The other readers were able to interpret the issues around intimacy and sexuality
better than 1.1 was initially confused by the young men who expressed inability to have
sexual thoughts about or engage in physical intimacy with women who had once been
their close friends. They explained, that “it would be like kissing my sister.” I struggled to
understand this until one o f the readers explained that she thought that some men needed
to objectify women in order to be sexually involved with them, and that they couldn’t
objectify someone that they knew as a friend, or like a sister. This understanding came
after considerable discussion with tbe other readers. I wondered if this need to objectify
was at all related to men’s shame connected to their sexuality that may have come from
early childhood experiences. This was not accepted by the other readers as reasonable, and
was not included in the final findings. However, it’s an area that I would like to explore
more fully in the future.
What I Learned
Often in the qualitative literature I have seen reference made to “the cacophony o f
voices.” I find tills to be a rich descriptor for this process o f creating meaning by listening
to many interpretations o f the same phenomenon. I personally learned, or experienced, the
process o f allowing the data to direct the process, and allowing the data to determine the
center o f the findings.
In relationship with the participants, the readers, my dissertation chair, and through
the reading and discussion o f more o f the literature on men and masculinity, gender,
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relationships, and dating, I was able to complete this part o f my journey with a better
understanding o f some o f the pressures and confusions o f being a young heterosexual
man, and the context in which sexual aggression could occur between dating partners.
Young Men Experience Pressure and Fear
These young men experienced pressure from many sources hat impacted on their
sexuality. They experienced pressure to be heterosexually active, ^hey noted pressure
from (1) male peers, (2) the media, and (3) the environment o f “relative openness” o f sex
on their campus. They also experienced pressure from the young women with whom they
were sexual to be in “more o f a relationship” than they were seeking . They also felt
pressure from fear of the damage to their lives and lifestyles that sexual and dating
relationships could inflict. They explicitly discussed the potential to impregnate a young
woman, to conti act a sexually transmitted disease, or to be rejected by a young woman as
she chose another young man. Sexual and emotional involvement with a young woman
could pose a threat to their physical, emotional, and economic wellness.
Confusion and “Impasses” in Mixed-Gender Relationships Are Evident
Within this context o f pressure, their relationships with wou>en were sources of
fear, frustration, confusion, and lack o f trust. As might be expected, individual
interpretations and responses to the same event varied among participants. Although some
seemed to perceive their dating relationships as fun, or as a source o f connection and
intimacy, others responded in more hostile terms to their frustrations This hostility, the
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interpretation of dating as an adversarial process was particularly disturbing to me, as it.
seemed to stem from intense, angry interpretations o f situations that others laughed off or
dismissed.
The young men as a whole expressed confusion about young women. Capraro
(1991) explains:
.. .the concept o f masculinity leads us to recognize that to be a man or woman, to
be gendered is to experience the world in different ways (a different subjectivity)
and to have different experiences in the world (a different objectivity). Masculinity
is the name for the totality o f difference in men’s lives, (p. 24)
Given the different experiences o f reality tied to gender, differences in interpretation o f
reality can be expected. Gender related impasses occur (Twohey, 1997) and can at best
cause confusion, and at worst lead to hostility and aggression.
Due to their masculine perspectives, these young men made what were perhaps
faulty interpretations o f women’s motivations. This occurred when they used their own
understandings o f relationships to interpret young women’s actions or to predict their
thoughts. From my stance as a woman, our interpretations were very different at least
once. They assumed that women were more interested in them when they had a girlfriend
due to the nat ure o f women as “home wreckers” who liked to steal boyfriends because
they like “the thrill o f the chase.” I wondered if it wasn’t more likely that when they had
girlfriends they were some how different in their interactions with other women, more
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attractive because they were not treating these women as the objects o f their own chase.
One participant shared this latter interpretation with me during the follow-up time.
Gender differences in interpretation has been documented before. This finding
slightly differs from, but fits with the work o f Abbey (1982 & 1991) and Abbey,
Cozzarelli, McLaughlin and Hannish (1987). These researchers have studied men’s
misperceptions o f women’s sexual intent. They found that given ambiguous situations,
there were significant differences between male and female observers’ perceptions o f
women’s sexual intent. The male observers perceived women as being more interested in
sex, and more promiscuous than female observers who observed the same interactions. I
am guessing that men and women, people, tend to ascribe meaning to situations based on
their beliefs o f how they would think or behave in a particular situation (projection), and
that there might be differences in interpretation tied to gender that can be more explicitly
explored.
Power in Relationships
Due to my feminist biases, I am often interested in issues o f power and oppression.
This study and the research on men and masculinity, and male sexuality that I reviewed
have helped me to gain a conceptualization o f some men perceiving women as very
powerful in their lives, and that this is often perceived negatively. At least for some men at
some times, women are perceived as having the power to determine if a man will be
allowed to be sexually involved with her or not. She is in the gatekeeper role. If he views
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her as attractive and she rejects him, this can lead to his anger. If she does allow sexual
contact, she is seen as having the power to impact on his physical, emotional, and
economic health by transmitting a sexually transmitted disease, becoming pregnant, or by
wooing him into a relationship, and then leaving him tor another man.
Based on work that Brooks (1995) has done with men in all male therapy groups,
he theorized that many men in this country have been socialized to respond in relation to
women in ways that he calls “the centerfold syndrome.” The five principal elements o f the
syndrome are (a) voyeurism, (b) objectification, (c) the need for validation, (d) trophyism,
and (e) the fear o f true intimacy.
My category o f “looking” is very similar to his category o f '‘voyeurism.” We both
noted “objectification” o f women as present for the men that we studied. I believe that my
category o f women as “status enhancement” is comparable to combining his categories o f
“need for validation” and “trophyism.” Included in this category is men’s use o f their
relationships with desirable, attractive women as evidence for themselves and other men
that they are “good at being a man.” His “fear o f true intimacy” is perhaps a more
sophisticated finding than my finding which didn’t include the component o f “fear” as
related to intimacy, just avoidance o f it for some men. T he focus group participants were
mixed in their stated desire for intimacy in their relationships with women. Some
expressed a need lor it, and others were not interested. However, it is clear that women
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were perceived as having the power to impact on their lives, and perhaps this power is
linked to fear, which is then linked to intimacy.
Brooks theorized that due to the ‘fear o f true intimacy (fearing their potential
overdependence on women) that men develop a preoccupation with sexuality, which
powerfully handicaps their capacity for emotionally intimate relationships with men and for
nonsexual relationships with women” (p. 11). I didn’t get a sense o f this from my study.
But I would be interested in exploring this issue further in future research.
Nonrelational Sexuality
One o f the findings o f this study, the lack o f intimacy required or desired in sexual
relationships for some o f the young men, is addressed in the literature by leaders o f some
men’s groups. Levant (1997) goes one step further, and claims that seme men are not able
to have any other type o f sexuality than “nonrelational” It is not an active choice, but the
outcome o f their socialization. He calls for a better understanding o f men’s sexuality:
Male sexuality becomes a problem... when nonrelational sexuality is the only way
that men can relate intimately. When this is the case, nonrelational sexuality is a
state o f being that is less than fully optimal, arising as a defensive adaptation to a
series o f socialization experiences and normative developmental traumas. It should
be pointed out that nonrelational sexuality exists along a continuum, from mild to
moderate forms, in which a man may be unable to expr s caring and affection
other than through sexual acts or in which a man must fantasize about tantalizing
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sexual experiences to make love to his wife to more severe problems such as
sexual addiction. In its most severe form, nonrelational sexuality contributes to
men’s sexual aggression against women and children, inc.uding sexual
harrassment, rape, and child molestation, (ix)
The young men in the focus group who expressed a preference for sex without intimacy
were not anomalous. Levant claims that for some it is an inability to blend sexuality and
intimacy in relationships.
Brooks and Levant discuss this “nonrelational sexuality” as common among men
who have been raised in a society that has glorified the female body while simultaneously
devaluing most feminine traits. Men are taught to crave the external woman, to want her,
to possess her, and at the same time, to be more powerful than she. We are a part o f a
culture that, as a whole, does not encourage boys to value “equal relationships.” Our little
boys are not taught that relationships with others should include what Surrey (1991) has
called mutual engagement, mutual empathy, and mutual empowerment. That’s girl stuff.
Boys are taught to compete and to win, and if they lose, to try again and again.
Brooks and Silverstein (1995) reviewed literature that indicated that countries that
required men to risk their lives as soldiers also rewarded their men with power and
privilege, and that subordination o f women correlated positively with an emphasis on
warfare. The soldier and protector roles, the hero role —the weights o f such roles can be
staggering. The weight takes its toll on men as well as women.
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Belcher and Pollack (1993) call for men to participate in the reconstruction of
masculinity.
. . .it is men’s turn to define themselves.... Above all, this means that they must
underst and how boys become men and what they need from women and from
other men. When we are clearer about who men are and women are, each sex can
acknowledge their feminine and masculine parts. Then a man could be tender and a
woman could be firm, and sex would be an act o f sharing rather than domination.
Men need not love in the same ways that women do, but they need to love, (p.266)
Closing Observations
This part o f my journey is ending. I have collected data, analyzed, collaborated,
discussed, discussed, and discussed. I have struggled to hear the messages and patterns
that emerged out o f an examination o f ten young men’s view o f their culture. Through this
process I have gained a more informed understanding o f young men’s relationship issues
and their challenges in negotiating their (heterosexual) sexual encounters. I have read
articles and books by men who want to change masculinity to allow a broader range o f
behaviors that were once labeled as “for women only” (Morris, 1997; Levant & Pollack,
1995) and the writings o f those who want to hold onto traditional masculine behaviors and
roles (Bly, 1990; Farrell, 1993). The energy and emotion that is being exchanged around
issues o f masculinity is intense.
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It is impossible for me to understand masculinity from a true insider stance. I stand
outside o f the experience o f being raised in this culture as a man. But the process o f this
study has helped me to understand what it is like for another, and how contusion, fear,
frustration, objectification, need for validation and achievement can create dating
relationships and sexual encounters that car. be hurtful to v/omen The characteristics that
are perceived in our culture as desirable masculine characteristics: competitiveness,
achievement orientation, strength, toughness, and striving for high status must be paired
with empathy or new rules about how to treat a partner well in order to prevent damage to
the young woman. When dating relationships and sexual encounters are viewed as games
or contests, adversarial relationships, someone is going to win and someone is going to
lose. It is only through mutual relationships tha* both partners can feel like they are in a
win-win situation.
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Research Project

WANTED:
8 to 12 Single Men
Who are 18 to 22 years old
Interested in Dating W om en
You will be paid $ 1 5 .0 0
for Your Participation in a
2 hour Discussion Group about:

WOMEN, SEX, AND DATING
Thursday, February 27th: 6-8 p.m.
The discussion group will be run by Dominic,
a 29-year-old Male Graduate Student
For more information: Call Dominic at
777-8174
R. Klingler, M.S. , Research Project Director
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INFORMED CONSENT
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this group discussion about Women, Sex and Dating. The plan
for this evening is that you will meet and discuss for one hour, have a fifteen minute break, and meet for
another hour of discussion. During the fifteen minute break, a brief anonymous survey will be distributed
for you to complete.
Consent Agreement:
I understand that I will be participating in a two-hour discussion about women, sex and dating with seven
to eleven other male students, 15 to 22, who are interested in dating von.°.n. I am expected to honestly
share my thoughts, feelings, opinions, beliefs ana experiences about this topic, in the interest of creating a
better understanding of this topic. I understand that there may be some discomfort experienced as 1 talk
about myself, and I agree to participate to the best of my ability.
1 understand that for my time and participation (filling out the anonymous survey, sharing.at least six
comments, and agreeing to maintain confidentiality) I will be paid $15.00.1 understand that my
participation is voluntary and that 1 may withdraw at any time without prejudice or penalty. I also
understand, though, that I will be paid only if 1 fill gut the anonymous survey, make a minimum of three
comments during each hour of group discussion, remain for both hours, and agree to protect the
anonymity of group members.
1 understand that this is a research project, and that the researcher is R. E. Klingler, M.S., a Counseling
Psychology doctoral student currently completing an internship at Texas A&M University. This research
is part of a doctoral dissertation being conducted under the supervision of Dr. D. Twohey, Department of
Counseling, University of North Dakota. The facilitator of the group is not the researcher. He is a paid,
trained group leader. He is not interested in judging my comments, but in helping to make them clear and
understandable to others. I understand that this discussion will be audio-taped, transcribed and quoted in a
written report without reference to my name. 1 understand that the researcher will not be able to match my
words with my name as the tape is transcribed and that at all times my participation in this research will
be kept confidential by the facilitator and the researcher. The audio-tapes, transcriptions, and
confidentiality form will be kept in a locked filing cabinet for a period not to exceed seven years, at which
point they will be destroyed. If 1 have questions in the future 1 can reach R. F.. Klingler at (409) 545-4427,
Ext. 11 5 or Dr. D. Twohey at (701) 777-2G35. 1 understand that 1 will be offered an extra copy of this
document.
1 agree that I will not publicly identify anyone as a participant in this group discussion. 1 am free, after
this group, to discuss with others my thoughts and feelings about this study, but will not reveal the
identities of other participants. I understand that I and each discussion group member must agree to
protect the anonymity of group members in order to participate in this study. I understand that the
researcher and facilitator cannot control the actions of the group members after they leave this group, but
will exclude any participant who is unwilling to sign this agreement.

Signature

Date

Reminder: There are no right or w:ong answers in this discussion. You will be asked to discuss this topic
by contributing your genuine thoughts, opinions, beliefs, experiences and feelings. If this discussion
causes you extreme discomfort at any time, please feel free to withdraw from the group, free counseling
services are available to all students at the UND Counseling Center, O'Kelley Hall (777-2127). If you nave
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any questions about this agreement or project, please go not hesitate to ask the facilitator at this time or
later, or to contact the researcher.
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Survey o f Women, Sex and Dating

Instructions:

Listed below are 35 statements about women, sex and dating. Please read

each statement, then place an "X" in the space next to the response which most closely
reflects your opinion or belief about the statement. There are no right or wrong answers,
and your name will not be associated with your responses in any way. Please respond to all
35 statements. Thank you.

1. A woman will only respect a man who will lay down the law to her.
Strongly Disagree___Disagree____

Neutral____Agree___ Strongly Agree___

2. Many women are so demanding sexually that a man just can't satisfy them.
Strongly Disagree___Disagree____
3.

Neutral___ Agree___ Strongly Agree___

A man's got to show a woman who's boss from the start or he'll end up henpecked.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree__ Neutral_____ Agree___Strongly Agree_____

4. Women re usually sweet until they've caught a man, but then they let their true self
show.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___ Neutral___ Agree___ Strongly Agree___
5.

A lot o f men talk big, but when it comes down to it, they can’t perform well sexually.
Strongly Disagree^__ Disagree___ Neutral____Agree__ Strongly Agree_____

6. In a dating relationship a woman is largely out to take advantage o f a man.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___ Neutral_____ Agree___Strongly Agree____
7.

Men are out for only one thing.
Strongly Disagree___Disagree_____ Neutral___ Agree___ Strongly Agree____

8.

Most women are sly and manipulating when they are out to attract a man.
Strongly Disagree___Disagree____

9.

Neutral___ Agree___ Strongly Agree___

A lot o f women seem to get pleasure in putting men down.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___ Neutral_____ Agree___ Strongly Agree____
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10. People today should not use "an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth" as a rule for
living
Strongly Disagree___Disagree____

Neutral___ Agree___ Strongly Agree___

11. Being roughed up sexually is stimulating for many women.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___ Neutral___ Agree___Strongly Agree___
12. Many times a woman will pretend that she doesn't want to have intercourse because
he doesn’t want to seem loose, but she's really hoping the man will force her.
Strongly Disagree___Disagree____

Neutral___ Agree___Strongly Agree_____

13. A wife should move out o f the house if her husband hits her.
Strongly Disagree___Disagree____

Neutral___ Agree___

Strongly Agree___

14. Sometimes the only way a man can get a cold woman turned on is to use force.
Strongly Disagree___Disagree____ Neutral_____ Agree__ Strongly Agree___
15. A man is never justified in hitting his wife.
Strongly Disagree___Disagree_____Neutral_____ Agree___ Strongly Agree___
16. A man should fight when the woman he's with is insulted by another man.
Strongly Disagree

Disagree___

Neutral___ Agree___

Strongly Agree___

17. It is acceptable for a woman to pay for a date.
Strongly D isagree^

D isagree

Neutral___ Agree___

Strongly Agree___

18. A woman should be a virgin when she marries.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___N eutral_____ Agree__ Strongly Agree_____
19. There is something wrong with a woman who doesn't want to marry and raise a
family
Strongly Disagree___ D isagree__ Neutral____Agree__ Strongly Agree_____
20. A woman should never contradict her husband in public.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___ Neutral^

Agree____ Strongly Agree_____

21. It is better for a woman to use her feminine charm to get what she wants rather than to
ask for it outright.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___ Neutral___ Agree___ Strongly Agree_____
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22. It is acceptable for a woman to have a career, but marriage and family should
come first.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___Neutral____ Agree___

Strongly Agree___

23. It looks worse for a woman to be drunk than for a man to be drunk.
Strongly Disagree___Disagree____ Neutral____ Agree___ Strongly Agree_____
24. There is nothing wrong with a woman going into a bar alone.
Strongly Disagree^__ Disagree___ Neutral___Agree___ Strongly Agree_____
25. A woman who goes to the home o f a man on their first date implies that she is willing
to have sex with him.
Strongly Disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly Agree

26. Any female can get raped.
Strongly Disagree

27. One reason that women falsely report a rape is that they frequently ha\e a need to call
attention to themselves.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___ Neutral___ Agree___

Strongly Agree___

28. Any healthy woman can resist rape if she really wants to.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___ Neutral___ Agree___

Strongly Agree___

29. When women go around braless o f wearing short skirts and tight tops, they are just
asking for trouble.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___ Neutral___ Agree___ Strongly Agree____
30. In the majority o f rapes, the victim is promiscuous or has a bad reputation.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___Neutral_____Agree

Strongly Agree___

3 1 .1f a girl engages in necking or petting and she lets things get out o f hand, it is her own
fault if her partner forces sex on her.
Strongly Disagree___ Disagree___ Neutral____ Agree___

Strongly Agree

32. Women who get raped while hitchhiking get what they deserve.
Strongly Disagree___

Disagree___ Neutral___ Agree___ Strongly Agree_____
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33. A woman who is stuck-up and thinks she is too good to talk to guys on the street
deserves to be taught a

son.

Strongly Disagree__ Disagree____ Neutral

Agree___ Strongly Agree_____

34. Many women have an unconscious wish to be raped, and may then unconsciously set
up a situation in which, they are likely to be attacked.
Strongly Dis gree___ Disagree___ Neutral___ Agree___

Strongly Agree___

35. If a woman get s drunk at a party and has intercourse with a man she's just met there,
she should be considered "fair game" to the other males at the party who want to have
sex with her too, whether she wants to or not.
Strongly Disagree___Disagree____

A g e :__________

Classification (Circle one): FRESH

Neutral___Agree___

Strongly Agree__

Major:

SOPH

JUNIOR

SENIOR

Religious Preference:_________________________________

Occupation o f Father:_________________________________

Occupation o f M other:__________________________________

Are you currently in an ongoing dating relationship? Y es_____ N o ______

if so, how long?___________________________________
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frequently have a need to call attention to themselves.
29. Any healthy woman can resist rape if she really wants to .
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30. When women go around bra ess or wearing short skirts and
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tight tops, they are just ask g for trouble.
31. In the majority of rapes, the ‘dim is promiscuous or has a
bad reputation.
32. If a girl engages in necking or petting and she lets things get
out of hand, it is her own fault if her partner forces sex on
her.
33. Women who get raped wh

hitchhiking get what they

deserve.
34. A ’woman who is stuck-up and thinks she is too good to talk to
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guys on the street deserves to be taught a lesson.
35. Many women have an unconscious wish to be raped, and
may then unconsciously set up a situation in which they are
likely to be attacked.
36. If a woman gets drunk at a party and has mtercourse with a
man she's just met there, she should be considered “fair
game’ to the other males at the party who want to have
sex with her too, whether she wants to or not.

AJ
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